i HE MAGNATES

"And he was so good, so wonderful," she went on. v<He used to
come here every day, every single day. Even during the war, when
there were air-raids, I used to hear a car stop in the street. It was he,
He used to come all that long way just to be with me, sometimes only
fora few minutes, see how I was, and ma W sure I wasn't frightened. He
always used to come in and sit straight down in that very chair you're
sitting in/'

Instinctively Simon touched the fragile arm of the chair with his
hand.

** I can't believe that he'll never again come here/1 she went on, "that
he*U never unexpectedly open the door again, putting his eyeglass in his
eye, and that you won't get up and give him your chair. It would
have been eight years in a few months' time."

Again she covered her eyes, extracting a diaphanous handkerchief
from behind her in the depths of the armchair.

** I'm sorry/* she said.

In the meantime Simon was making a calculation: **Severity-six less
eight, it must therefore have begun when he was sixty-eight/*

Suddenly she raised her head and looked straight at htm; Simon
noticed that her eyes were of a peculiar shade of mauve and exception-
ally small. He was overwhelmed by such intensity of sorrow and loss
concentrated in such a tiny space,

"You realise, Monsieur Lachaume," she said, "that 1 abandoned
everything for him, husband, children, everything. All my friends cut
me. I nearly ruined myself. But you will approve of what I did, having
lived so close to him, so close to his thought, When one has had the
luck to meet a man like him, a man who dominates his period from
$uch a height, when one has had the luck to be singled out by him,
when he asks for a little happiness, one has no right... It becomes a
duty, and nothing else matters. I arranged this house so that I might
entertain him here. We chose every piece of furniture together, just
the things he liked. We bought this table, for instance, in Florence,
when we were travelling together. Do you see those fans in the cabinet
behind you? He loved fans; he used to say: *Fans are a reflection of
life'-"

She got up,

"Come and see the bedroom," she said.

She tripped ahead of him. From behind she still boked like a young
woman. Her waist was slender.

She led Simon into a room hung with pale-blue silk covered with
golden flowers. On the chest of drawers was another copy of the
bust of Jean de La Monnerie, but this one was in white plaster,
with no scratch on the nose. The pattern of the silk was repeated
In the upholstery of the chairs. The room was lit by two little alabaster
lamps.